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ABSTRACT

DRTVING EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT:

CONTEMPORARY TRENDS IN ENGAGEMENT

SARAHA. NELSON
DATE
Non-thesis (ML 597) Project

Employee engagement is an important concept in today's workforce. Engaged employees

work harder and more efficiently, while disengaged workers may in fact work against the
company's mission. Employee engagement can be increased with a number of different

interventions and initiatives. Internal social media platforms promote communication and
collaboration among employees. Employees who have had additional training and development
are more engaged, as well as employees who receive feedback from managers. Promoting a

balance between work and life also leads to more engaged employees, as well as recognizjng
employees for the work they do. Managers can also learn ways to increase engagement. When

considering initiatives to increase employee engagement, leaders must asssss the company's
readiness to change, and the measurements they

will

use to evaluate engagement. They must be

ready to invest in the program, ffid follow through with re-evaluation.

tv

TABLE OF CONTENTS

1

Employee Engagement

Employee Disengagement

.J^

5

Social Media and Employee Engagement

..8

Training and Development Prograrns

t4

Creating a Culture of Feedback to Increase Employee Engagement

t9

The Role of Work/Life Balance in Employee Engagement

23

Creating Engagement using Recognition and Awards.

.27

Role of Manager in Engaging Employees

.29

Transfomational Leadership and Engagement

...32

Rgcommendations: Creating an Engaged Workforce...........t.....r.r......r..r........r...........,..........35

Conclusi{Dns...........

...............41

v

Introduction
Employee engagement is an important topic for today's leaders. Engaged employees
work harder, take on additional responsibilities and have a more positive inlluence on other
employees. Other benefits range from decreased turnover rates to increased or improved earnings
per share. Brim and Apslund (2012) note that engaged employees are more innovative and
creative in their work. Whereas engaged employees are more productive, disengaged employees

usually do the bare minimum. "The actively disengaged employee may work against the interest
of the organization and tend to be a disruptive and morale-depleting influence on
others" (McGrath & Freed,2012). Miller-Merrell (2012) notes that employee disengagement
and lost employee productivity cost businesses around $370

billion

a year. Disengagement can

result from issues such as boredom orpoor job fit, but it can also result from a lack of connection

to colleagues and the company itself,
The intangihle and dynamic nature of employee engagement contributes to a broad rimge

of definitions for the term. Many business leaders say you know engagement when you see it.

Macleod and Clarke (2009) interviewed the former Dean of the Cass Business school, Lord
Currie, who said'!ou sort of smell it, don'tyou?-thatengagement of people aspeople. What
goes on in meetings, how people talk to each other. You get the serxe of energy, engagemen!

commiunent, belief in what the organization stands for" (p. 7). That ambiguity about defining
the role of employee engagement in leadership hus caused critics to charge that it is merely the
latest man4gement buzzword; a fad that

will

soon disappear. Macey and Schneider (2008)

suggest that employee engagement may be a trend that has been heavily marketed by Human

Resource professionals. However, supporters point to sfudies that measure the impact

of

employee engagement to document the effectiveness of this leadership technique.
Others say the impact of employee engagement is most evident in its ahsence- In my
experience, that is true. The contrast between an engaged employee group and a disengaged
group became evident to me when I recently changed employers. Differences in culture and
engagement between the large, Minnesota-based hospital chain compared to my current
employer, a Fortune 500 retailer, are striking. At the hospital sfuain, I rarely heard an employee
say anything positive about the company. This "another day, another dollar" type of attifude

created stress and conflict at the company. Attempts by the hospital leadership to implement
change were

difficult at best unsuccessful at worst. However, in my new workplace at a retailer,

people actually like coming to work. Employees take pride in their work and express enthusiasm
and engagement about challenges at the office.

This paper will examine why some companies develop and attract engaged employees

while other companies seem to foster a culture of disengagement. It includes strategies used to
build engagement several case studies, the role of management and a recoilrmendation.
Before leaders are able to increase employee engagement, they must have a
comprehensive knowledge of what engagement is and how it manifests itself in the workplace.

Employee engagement is a qualitative concept that many people can recogfize in the workplace,
but have difficulty defining. This is also true for employee disengagement.
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Literature Review
This literature review will focus on research on employee engagement and
disengagement. The studies reviewed here were published between 2001 and 2012. Employee
engagement is a dynamic and complex topic, so a variety of studies udth ditrering definitions
were chosen for review. Similarly, the sfudies regarding employee disengagement were chosen

for their coverage of a broad spectum of definitions.
The literature review
engagement. This

will then continue with topics related to increasing employee

will include the use of social media, training

and development programs,

creating a culture of feedbffik, the importance of workflife balance, recognition and awards
progrElms and

finally the role of managers. The studies reviewed were chosen for their relevance

to the topic" Case studies of various companies were also selected.. These were published
between 2000 and 2012.

Employee Engagemcnt
Employee engagement has many broad definitions. Rothbard (2001) states that

it

involves two critical components: attention and absorption. Both of these components indicate
engagement as a psychological attribute. Attention refers to the "cognitive availability and the
amount of time one spends thinking about a role" while absorption "means being engrossed in a

role and refers to the intensity of one's focus on a role" (p. 656).
EmFloyee engagement is not only a psychological state, but it is also an observable
behavior (Macey

& Schneider, 2008). Engaged employees put forth

a greater effort which is

composed of three components: duration, intensity and direction. Employees who are
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psychologically present bring more of themselves to work, which translates into doing things

differently smarter, and vigorously.
Saks defines employee engagement as "the harnessing of organization members' selves
to their work roles" (2006, p. 601). In this, people employ and express themselves physically,
cognitively, and emotionally during role perfonnances. These employees are more energetic,
involved and efficient than disengaged employees.
According to Ketter (2008), engagement is the level of motivation, passion and

commihent

an employee has in regards to the company. He wrote:

Engagement is made up of rational and emotional commifinent. On the rational side, it is

largely about getting enough compensation and development opportunities to make it
worth your while. Emotional commitment is the ever-elusive love ofyorn job and love of
your manager or organization. (p. 45)
Whan's definition of employee engagement is "the extent to which employees believe in
the mission, prrpose, and values of an organization and demonstrate that commitrrent through

their actions toward and attitudes about their employer and customers" (2011, p. 32).

AdditionallS when employees are engaged, their statements, conversations and decisions
regarding the company reflect enthusiasm.
The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) Annual Survey Q}LZ)
also includes three components in its definition of employee engagement: emotional, cognitive
and physical engagement. Emotional engagement refers to one being emotionally involved in

one's work. Cognitive engagement concerns the sustained attention and mental effort given by ao
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individual at work, and finally physical engagement is the willingness to put forth effom toward
one's work.

A concept most of these studies have in common is that employee engagement involves
an emotional connection which in many cases means employees love what they do. We can

conclude from these studies that employee engagement is an emotional connection to one's

work, characterized by a willingness to put forth effort, a true belief in the company's

missi611,

and a readiness to accomplish the goals of the company. Without this emotional connection, an
employee would most likely be disengaged.

E mp loy e e D is e n gag e me nt
Luthans and Peterson (2001) note while engaged employees are emotionally, cognitively
and physically connected to the work they do, disengaged employees withdraw from their work
and peers, both cognitively and emotionally. Tasks are done effortlessly and automaticallS in an

almost robotic way. These employees

will also display incomplete role performance, only doing

the bare minimum to get by. "Disengagement may be a result of employees who lack needed
social interaction at work, who experience little autonomy in work roles, or who feel their jobs
srs rrnimportant'' fu. 378).
When discussing disengagement, Saks (2006) make the argument that disengagement, or
burnout, is the direct opposite of engagement. Whereas engagement is characterized by energy
and involvement, disengagement is displayed through exhaustion and cynicism. Disengaged

employees emotionally uncouple themselves from their work and are withdrawn.
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In 2010, Psychometrics Canada, a consulting firm, surveyed 368 Canadian Human
Resource professionalsl about employee engagement. Sixty-nine percent admitted that a lack

of

employee engagement was an issue in their organization. However, even some Hurnan Resources
employees noted that they \Mere unengaged. One respondent noted "the disengaged people
around me are the ones who've been personally hurt, disciplined, overlooked for awards or
unappreciated" (Psychometrics CanadA 2011, p. 20). The study found that the highest-rated

influences for being disengaged were not having control over their work, opportunities to use
their skills, and positive relationships with the management and leadership of their organization
(see

Figrre l).
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Figure One:Percieved Benefig of an Engaged
Sflorkplace. (Psychomerics Canad+ 2010, p. ?)

t Human Resources professionals were chosen because of their knowledge and familimity
with the concept.
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This study also revealed that both engaged and disengaged workers listed the same
factors as influential. This shows not only that the disengaged worker is not looking for anything
beyond the actions that satisfr the engaged worker, but also that engaging disengaged employees
does not require any additional interventions.

In 2011, BlessingWhite, a global consulting firm, released a two-part Employee
Engagement Survey. The firtn interviewed Human Resources leaders and also surveyed I 1,000

individuals from North America, India" Europe, Southeast Asia" Australia, New Zealand and
China. This study found that
and work,

3

1% of employees consider themselves engaged in their company

while 17% reported they were disengaged. More so, engaged employees reported that

th*y stay at the company for what they can contribute, while disengaged employees stay for what
they can gain from the company.

A common theme in these sfudies is the shared characteristic of an emotional reaction to
work. Unlike engaged employees, disengaged employees have a negative response towards their
work. Employee disengagement is an emotional disconnection from the work being done,
characterizedby putting forttr minimal effort, both mentally and physically. This typically stems

from past negative experiences with the company.
Both engaged and disengaged employees ars easily observed in the workplace; yet
employee engagement still remains a difficult concept to define. With so many definitions, it is

challenging for leaders to communicate this ideq both to each other and their employees. [t is
important for leaders to be aware and informed of the level of engagement of their workforce

7

because an engaged one

will help leaders accomplish their goals, while

a disengaged workforce

may work against these goals.
When leaders encounter a disengaged workforce, they should seek to understand what led

to their disengagement and what they can do to create a more engaged environment? While there
are many sfudies and theories on how to accomplish this, some contemporary trends

in

engagement have emerged in recent years. One of these which is gaining popularity in the

workplace is the use of social media.
Social Media and Emplayee Engagement

Having an internal social media platform has been shown to increase coilrmunication
between senior leadership and employees and foster a culture of two-way communication.

Kaplan describes social media "as a group of Internet-based applications that build on the
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange
of User Generated Content" (2009). There are many different types of social media platforurs.
Blogs allow users to publish personal journals, while social networks allow users to connect with
others.

In 2010, Melcrum, an internal communications research and training company, surveyed
clients to detail their use of internal social media" The survey had more than 2,600 respondents,

with approximately 1,800 of these working for

a company

of more than 500 employees. The

communication professionals were asked to identiff their top perceived benefits of using internal
social media- The top three responses were improved employee engagemen! innovation and idea
exchange; knowledge management; and collaboration. The survey also found that, on average,
30% of the compiury's everyday communication strategy is based on social media.

I

Those who were designated as leaders in their company were found to be "committed to

two-way online communication with their employees, an encouraging sign suggesting that
internal communicators are influencing their leadership teams to engage online with their

staff' (Melcrum, 2010). Twenty-four percent responded that they regularly blog, 30% participate
in closed company forums, and nearly 10% tweet updates on the microblogging site, Twitter.
Despite the rise in internal social media, leadership teams within companies still prefer to
use more traditional means

of "electronic" communication

as

well, with 69% of leaders using

online newsletters and companywide emails to get messages out to their staff. Seventeen percent
responded that they did not take part in online communication whatsoever.

While this study mainly focused on the perceived benefits of social media" it did not ask
respondents to speak to the disadvantages of using an internal social media platform- The
research also did not clearly define social media or employee engagement.

It also failed to define

the survey population and the methodology of collecting data- AdditionallS the perception

of

others is a weak measurement. The survey would have been stronger had it measured employee
engagement directly, rather than relying on how others perceived employee engagement.

Kraan, Dhondt and Jong (2008) srrrveyed 3,327 employees regarding their use of social
media and its relation to innovative work behavior and emotional exhaustion when compared to

taditional Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). To complete this, they used
two groups of students of the Cohort-study on Social Innovation (CSI). An existing online panel
was its sarrrpling frame and data was collected via web questionnaires. Response rates were high

(84% in 2008; 24oA atkition rate in 2009). The independent variables were use of social media,
and/or of company-broad ICTs, assessed by a multiple-answer questionnaire on computer

I

progritms used for the job. Among the answer categories were respectively: Instant messaging,
Sharepoint, Wikis and/or Blogs, and workflow, ERP, and professional accorrnting software. The
dependent variables of the study were Innovative Work Behavior (IWB), a four-item self-report
scale on explorative and exploitative behavior conceming product and process. A sample

question from this survey is: I contribute significantly to the renewal of products/services for my

organization (l:never

-

7-always). The second dependent variable was employee well-b*irg,

conceptualized as Emotional Exhaustion (EE).

This study showed that social media could be used to enhance innovative work behaviors

while having no adverse effects on emotional exhaustion. Using traditional ICTs resulted in no
effects on either category. The researchers concluded that:
social media usage likely supports innovative, active work behavior, whereas it may also
increase emotional exhaustion due to information overload. Conversely, passive behavior

may be yielded by company-broad ICTs, such as workflow or ERP software, since these
lead to a strong standardization of

work- (Kraan et a1., 2008, p.

l)

However, a criticism of this study is that there were little to no concrete definitions of social
media, information and communication technologies, innovative work behavior or emotional
exhaustion.

In 201 I , Buck Consultants,

h

conjunction with the International Association of Business

Communicators, found in their annual Employee Engagement Survey of 942 workers that email
was still the primary form of communication to employees, with 8l% of respondents reporting
they used it frequenfly. Internal intranets ranked second, with 72% of respondents using it

t0

frequently, while overall social media were used frequently by only 16%. Mthin the social
media category, blogs were used most often, followed by Twitter and Facebook (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2.' Internal and External Social Media being
used (Buck Consultants, 201l, p. 7)

However, a criticism of this study is that while both employee engagement and social
media use were surveyed, no clear link betureen the two was explored. Second, no clear

definitions were used in the survey. The survey would have been stronger had all the terms and
definitions been clearly defined in the beginning of the survey. Finally there \tras no clear
sampling strategy or methodology listed in the article.

A study conducted by Jive software in 20l

l

sr:rveyed 902 people (301 executives, 301

working Millennials and 300 general knowledge workers) atboth large (1,000+ employees) and
mid-size (500

- 999 employees) companies across various industries. They found 83% of

executives use at least one social media site for work purposes. Sixty-two percent of respondents
believed that their business needed to have a social media presence both inside and outside their

Augobrrg

fttbgr Llbnry
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organi-ation to remain competitive. Additionally,TsYo of executives, 73Yo of Millennials, and
64Yo

of general knowledge workers agree that social platforrrs will fundamentally change the

way people share, connect and learn at work- This study shows how various aspects of social
media are fundamentally changing the way businesses are communicating, both internally and

extemally. However, a criticism of this study is that the way people share, connect and learn at

work is not clearly defined, nor does it state whether the respondents believe the changes will be
for the better or worse.
Most of these studies were able to draw a relationship between the effective use of social
media and emfrloyee engagement. However, it is diffrcult to draw an exact conclusion given the
variance of the definition of social media and employee engagement. Engagement is a broad
concept which can mean many different things to different people. It is also difficult to measwe
the effects that social media would have on employee engagemen! given that there is not a

defined confrol group in many of these circumstances.
Despite the unclear connection between social media and employee engagemen! several
companies have implemented intenral social media platforms with noticeable success. SAS, a
business analytics company, noticed an increase in employee engagement after launching their

own Facebook-like website, called the Hub. Also IBM, a technology and consulting firm, saw an
increase in collaborative projects after launching its social media website, Beehive.
S,4,S

SAS, a business analytics company, was named as Fortune b (magazine) Best Company

to V/ork For in 2010. [n fact, SAS has been on Fortune

ls

list every year since 1997 (Kaplan,

2010). In 2011, SAS launched an intemal social media platforrn which th*y call The Hub. A

t2

Facebook-like plaform, The Hub followed SAS's already-established internal social medi4 such
as

wikis, blogs, and SharePoint discussion pages. Before The Hub launched, 1,000 of the

company's nearly 12,000 workers had already signed up. SAS internal communication manager
Becky Graebe noted
Our intent was to get people communicating more, not less. 'W'e're a knowledge-based
organization, so this is focused on knowledge sharing. We're trying to get knowledge out
of the minds of our employees, out onto the table where it can be talked about. (Carr,
2012)
The Hub has been used in many ways to engage employees at SAS. An example of this is
when the CEO gives a webcast "town

[all" meeting; employees

iue asked to submit questions

via The Hub prior to the meeting and then, during the webcast, employees are allowed to
participate in "live-tweeting," where routine questions can be answered by other employees.
Another way The Hub is promoting engagement is during SAS' "fnnovation W'eek." During this
time, employees are encouraged to brainstorm new products on The Hub. This collaborative
environment online allows employees to be engaged in topics and discussions they otherwise

wouldn't have access to.

IBM
One of the earliest adopters of internal social media, IBM created a platform much like
The Hub lra2007 - Called Beehive, it is
intended as a collaborative platform that emulates the physical work environrnen! where
employees display personal items like photographs and trophies and chat about last

night's game. The idea is to discover whether 'the water cooler effect'will help people
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build stronger relationships and thus create a more effective organization. @randel,
2008)
Disengagement at IBM would often come from teams being physically distarrt from each other.
Beehive allowed employees to share photos, status updates, and interests, among other things.

This allowed tenms to connect, both on a work and on a personal level.
In internal research conducted in 2008, IBM noted that they had 30,000 users, with 67%
beirrg 'oactive."Z The researchers noticed that users typically shared three motivations: caring,

climbing and campaigning. Caring described the personal satisfaction of sharing with others.
Climbing specifically referred to the desire for advancement in their career. Campaigning was
primarily used to solicit support for projects or ideas. The researchers concluded that having
internal social media benefited the company overall, mostly in the development of new ideas and
products.

While social media can be used to increase engagement through communication and
collaboration, there are also other initiatives which are used to increase engagement. One is a
training and development progftlm- Training programs provide additional information, beyond
the employees'initial orientation to the company. Development refers to any initiative that
encourages growth, such as higher education.

Training and Developmcnt Programs
In a 2003 studS Clifton and Harder looked at the impact that developing employee's
personal stengths had on employee engagement. In this survey, the researchers asked, among
other questions, whether the employees "have the opportunity to do what they do best every

2

Active was defined as contributing content or connecting to another user (DiMicco et a1.,2008).
t4

day" (p. 5). They noted that about 20% sffongly agreed with this statement. Overall, the
companies who have a high number of employees scoring above the median have 44% (l -4
times) higher success on productivity measures, such as customer loyalty and employee
retention.

Clifton and Harder also looked at research performed by Gallup. In these studies,
employees were assigned development programs using their personal strengths. For example, in
an automobile manufacturer setting, employees participating in this study were assigned to either
a study or a control group. High-performing individuals were put in one, while low-performing

individuals were put in the other. The study group was given a Strengtl*Finder assessment and
then given feedback, both in group and individual settings (p. 5). The employees who were given

exka stengths-based development not only had an increase in engagement, but this also boosted
their productivity by 5A%.

Clifton and Harder also noted that in a similar study done in a healthcare organization,
nine hospitals used strengths-based development for their employees. These hospitals were
compiued to the remaining 151 hospitals in the organization, which acted as a control group. The
hospitals that used talent identification and strength development saw a significant increase in
employee engagement.

However, Clifton's and Harder's (2003) analysis of these studies seemed incomplete. The
way the sample groups were chosen was not discussed. AIso, they did not comment on how the
sample groups were divided. For example, in the automobile manufacturer study, they did not

explain the significance of putting high performers and low performers in different groups. They

15

also did not commr.uricate how specific hospitals were chosen to be in either the sfudy or control

goup-

ln

a 2004 study done by the Performance Assessment

Network, employees who had

participated in training, as well as who had opportunities in higher education, were found to be
more engaged than those who did not. For this study, engagement was defined as "having a

sfiong personal connection to the organization and acting in ways that create and enhance
customer loyalty" (T+D, 2005, p. 14). Out of the workers surveyed,54Yo who had participated in

haining were fully engaged, while only 35yo of the employees who had not had training or
higher education reported that they were fully engaged.
Both of these studies identified a positive relationship between employees who had
training and higher education opportunities and their level of engagement. However, an exact
correlation is not possible. It is also not known whether idtial training is sfficient to create
engaged employees, or whether subsequent training programs are needed.

It would also be

interesting to note the levels of engagement from employees in the same industry who received
higher education opportunities versus those who did not.

Many companies have benefrted from investing in training and development programs.
American Express, a credit card company, noted that after implementing training progralns they
had a 7Yo increase in customer satisfaction. In addition, those employees that attended the

training programs had a34Yo lower attrition rate than those who did not. The Departrrent for
Work and Pension, a UK government deparhent implemented training and development
progtams for managers. They saw an increase both in employee engagement and employees'
sense of value to the organization.

t6

American Express
In 2006, the American Express Leaming Network, which included learning and
development professionals, developed ways to increase employee engagement within American
Express customer service centers. They aimed to do this with both training and development

initiatives. The training portion was called Connections, which mainly educated new hires about
the company's vision, values and customers. The development portion, Coaching to

Exkaordinary Customer Care, "focused on developing the coaching skills of frontline
supervisors to help them offer better insfuction to employees and thereby improve customer

satisfaction" (T+D,2007, p. 80).

In Connections, the training team and the Human Resources department first aimed to
analyze what caused employee atkition. The source, as American Express found, was that the

customer service representatives did not feel empowered to be the '\roice of the customer" (T+D,
2OO7 ,

p. 80). A specially trained facilitator developed curriculum for each group of new hires,

which resulted in more than 300 classes in 2006 alone. Groups that participated in the training
had a 34% lower atfrition rate than those that did not attend, while the customer reaction scores
increase d 5%. American Express noted that Connections helped employees have a better

emotional connection and commihnent to the company, so they had a greater desire to grow and
learn with the company.

In Coaching to Exhaordinary Customer Care, senior leadership participated in training to
help tutor lower level leaders on how to recognize and develop employees. These "train the

trainer" sessions included how to give and receive how to coach employees and how to create
learning plans for the employee (T+D, 2007, p. 80). American Express notes that leaders at all
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levels feel more comfortable in performance reviews and developing the skills of employees.
The company also noted that the customer satisfaction scores have increasedT% since beginning
Coaching to Exfraordinary Customer Care.
Department

for Work snd Pension

The Department for ltr/ork and Pension @WP), the largest govenrment department in the

United Kingdom, is responsible for welfare and pension policy. In 2008, the department
surveyed workers and found that 1804, or nearly 20,000 employees, felt disengaged at work.

Only 45yo of employees felt they were engaged at work. DWP aimed to increase employee
engagement by developing both lower-level leaders and upper management. Making a

Difference was the program designed for first-level leaders, while Back to the Floor Programme
targeted senior leaders.

Making a Difference is a developmental program that was designed to improve how
management was looking at the business direction. The goal of this fraining is to act as the

"catalyst to enable participants to better engage with, lead and deliver business

direction" (Macleod & Clarke, 2009, p. 58). What was unique about this training was that only
was management involved, but employees who demonstrated leadership were also included. In

total, 10,000 employees were involved in Making a Difference.
Back to the Floor allows senior leaders the chance to work a front-line role that has direct
customer interaction for a week. This allowed these leaders the oppormnity to work with
employees on the front line, and to experience firsthand the challenges that were faced in these
deparhnents. The director of DWP Customer Insight observed that this training program was

important to help her see the department differently. She noted,

l8

In my role it is important to

see

things from the customer's point of view. I tT/ to "walk in

the customer's shoes" as often as I can. Back to the Floor was a great opportunity to
spend time "walking in the sta-ffs shoes." (Mcl-eod

& Clarke, 2009, p. 58)

Since the implementation of these two training and development programs, employee
engagement has risen. In a 2009 survey, 55% of employees were engaged, up 67o from the

previous year. There was also a rise of 19% in the number of people who felt that they were a
valued member of the organization.

Both social media and training programs can help foster a culture of two-way feedback.
Employees need to feel that they can authentically express themselves to their managers.

Converselg leaders need to be able to provide honest constructive feedback to their followers.
There have been many emerging trends in feedback, such as 360 feedback and implementing
annual surveys.

Creoting a Calture of Feedback to fncrease Enrylayee Engagement

In 2009, Gallup Inc. conducted a study of more than 1,000 employees to showthe effect
that feedback had on the employees'engagement. The poll asked workers how they agreed with
the following two statements: "My supervisor focuses on my strengths or positive
characteristics" and "My supervisor focuses on my weaknesses or negative characteristics" (Brim

& Asplnndbz0lz). If the employee did not agree with either statement, they were put in the
"ignored" category The survey found the following result:
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& Asplund, 2012, p. ?)

This study reveals a lot about engagement. If a manager focuses on an employee's
strengths, the chances that employee

will

be disengaged

is I in 100. However, if a manager

ignores an employee, he or she is twice as likely to be disengaged than if the supervisor focused
on the \ileaknesses of the employee. Finally, managers who give positive feedback are 30 times
more likely to manage actively engaged employees than those who deny feedback.

Brim and Apslund describe why this is relevant information:
...employees who are ignored feel like they don't matter. There's a crucial phenomenon
inherent in employee engagement: The best employees don't want to be coddled; they
warrt to malter. They \r/ant to be part of something greater than themselves, and they want
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to know how they contribute to that something. They want to be heard, and above all,

they do not want to be ignored. (2012).
However, this study, like many of the others, failed to clearly define an engaged
employee versus a disengaged employee. Also, the study appeils to make a lot of inferences
about the data based on the authors' own points of view. The sample size and methodology were
also not clearly described.

360 feedback is the process of gathering information or feedback about a person from key
stakeholders in a person, from managers and direct reports to suppliers and customers. Generally,
the key stakeholders, employees and managers

fill out a performance

appraisal or review, which

is then compiled and presented to the employee. Thach argues that the use of 360 feedback is the
best method to "promote increase awareness of

skill strengths and deficiencies in

managers" (2002, p. 206). The information gathered is then used to map development plans for
the employee.
However, there are some criticisms of the 360 feedback process. The first is the potential

for abuse from the reviewers during the feedback process. The second concern with the feedback
process is the use of the data once

it is collected- If there is not proper follow-up and

communication after the feedback process, it may create cynicism in the process.
Having a culture that encourages feedback both from the employee and to the employee
is an important tool to increase employee engagement. Ignored employees-those given no

feedback-are twice as likely to be disengaged as those receiving either positive or negative
feedback. The use of 360 feedback, when used appropriately, can allow employees at all levels
the chance to give feedback about a particular employee. Ultra Electronics, an aerospace

21

technology company, realized the importance of getting employee feedback. Since implementing
an engagement and feedback survey called YOURview the company has seen a steady 12%

annual grourth-

Wtra Electronics
U1tra Electronics Holdings is a company that specializes in aerospace technology and
defense, employing more than 4,000 employees in 24 business divisions throughout Canada the

United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom and the United States. In 2000, Ultra Electonics
developed an employee engagement survey called Y0uRview. This mrvey, given every 18
months, provides a pulse on the business and the levels of engagement. The company uses

YOURr/iew surveys to make changes to improve performance throughout the company.
Since implementing YOURview in 2000, the company has seen a sustained annual

growth rate

of ll%.tnternal studies on the results have also shown that engaged employees

correlates with an increase in business. 'oln addition, it was noted thaL when two businesses

coincidentally experienced market-related doumturns, the [division] that recovered most quickly
was the one with the higher engagement score" (Macleod

& Clarke, 2009, p. 43).

In addition to the use of social media implementing training and development programs,
and creating a culture of feedbach respecting the balance between work

life and outside life can

also be an important step in creating an engaged workforce. Making this a priority means that an

employee has the flexibility and freedom to set aside work responsibilities when life events arise
and vice versa.
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The Role of Work/Lfe Balance in Employee Engagement

In 2008, a study conducted by Richman et al. showed that a supportive and flexible
work-life policy significantly affects employee engagement and retention. This study sampled
employees from 15 companies, with a total sample size of 103,478 employees (48% men, 52%

women). Of these,7lo/o were salaried workers, and 5l% had been with the company for more
than five years. The measures used in the study were work hours, supportive work-life policies,
perceived flexibility, formal (ongoing) flexibility and informal (occasional) flexibility, employee
engagement, and e4pected retention (staying with the company for 3+ years). Other covariates
such

ffi age, marital status, parental stafus and employment characteristics were also measured.
The findings indicated supportive work-life policies were related to employee

engagement. Perceived work flexibility also increased retention by 55o^, while supportive work-

life policies increased the expected retention by I l9%. The study concluded that compared to
work environment and management practices, perceived work-life balance is the best predictor
of engagement.
However, there were limitations to this study. The desigrr did not allow for an
independent analysis of retention due to the same survey instrument used to measure engagement
and retention. Additionally, the employees surveyed were from large companies, so this study did

not detennine engagement and retention as it relates to small businesses. Finally, in this study the
terms were not well defined. Engagement, flexibility and work-life policies were not defined by
the researchers or in the survey, which could allow for variances in the data
Pitt-Catsouphes and Matz-Costa (2008) studied the perceptions of employees of different
ages regarding the need

for flexibillty at work and employee engagement. They write,
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You is available in five languages, so employees across this global company are given equal
opporfunities to recognize and be recognized. FIS also launched a program called "Superior
Talent Achieving Results" (STAR) which recognizes employees on a monthly and quarterly
basis. The company also has an annual FIS employee recognition week, which has events and

celebrations at each of its locations to recognize and thank employees for the year's work.

FIS conducted an employee engagement survey before and after the implementation of
the FIS is You and STARS programs, and saw an increase af 34o/o of respondents to the survey

Overall engagement increased 160 . As one employee noted on the survey, "Being recognized
makes me feel appreciated. It makes me want to try hardet makes me want to continue to do

whatever I can to make my team, my boss and FIS overall more successful" (Tanner, 2010, p. 4)
Role of Manager in Engaging Employees
Leaders and managers also play a crucial role in employee ergagement. As was
mentioned above, Many executives and researchers believe that often people do not quit
companies, they quit managers. Leaders are then in a unique position where they can actually act
as a tool to increase employee engagement.

Greenberg and Arakawa studied the effects that optimistic managers had on employee
engagement. Previous research had shown that "optimistic leaders are more likely to see

problems as challenges, exert greater effort for longer periods to reach their goals, and seek out
and appreciate the positive aspects of difficult situations" (2007, p. 3).The researchers
hypothesized that the leader's optimism would make employees also feel positive, which would
lead to increased work performance
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In this study, professionals in the Information Technology (IT) field who were working
on projects with a predetermined scope and duration were selected. The participants totaled 155,

with ll7 (75%) responding. The researchers developed two electronic surveys based on existing
employee engagement questionnaires and on their own literature review, and distributed one to
employees and one to managers. The researchers were interested in the correlation between eight

variables: manager optimism, manager engagement, employee optimism, employee engagement,
project performance, strenglhs-based approach, perspective, and recognition.
The study found that while that there was no correlation between manager optimism and
employee engagemen! there was a correlation in regard to project performance. This suggests
that engaged managers managed teams that produced better results. There also was a strong

correlation between employee optimism, employee engagement and project perfiormance. The
researchers concluded that managers who practiced positive leadership contribute to the

effectiveness of both their employees and the organization as a whole.

A limitation of this study was the complex nature of the research. The authors noted that
in particular it was diffrcult to align each individual employee tojust one manager. They
recommend future studies "sollect a larger sample and using more sophisticated data analysis
techniques to take into account the non-independence and hierarchal organization of the
data" (Greenberg

& Arakawa,

20A7 ,

p. 16). With a larger sample size it would be easier to

conduct more complex analysis of the data. Additionally, the study failed to define key terms,
such as engagement and optimism.
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Employee engagement remains an important concept for leaders to recognize as Engaged
employees work toward the mission and objectives of the company.Disengaged employees may

work againstthe goals of the company, costing the company money in lost productivity
While there are many ways of increasing employee engagement, some methods have
emerged recently. The first is the use of internal social media to increase two-way

communication. Training and development programs have also been shown to increase employee
engagement as well as retention. Creating a culture of feedback

will allow employees to feel like

they are able to authentically communicate with their superiors, thus engaging them. Increased
Engagement can also occur due to things which happen outside of work, such as when a
company emphasizes a work-life balance that fits their employees' needs. Instituting recognition
and awards programs demonstrates to employees that they are appreciated, thus boosting the

value of their work. Finally, looking at how managers can increase employee engagement can
lead to a more engaged workfbrce.
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Transformational Leadership and Engagement
When a leader is confronted with a disengaged workforce, he or she will need to take

a

look at themselves and their own leadership style. Could his or her leadership sBIe have led to
their employees being disengaged? Perhaps the leader is asking things of their followers that they
themselves are not willing to do

No matter the leadership style a leader has used in the past" a style that will help engage
his or her employee is the use of a transformational leadership style. This was first discussed in
1978 by leadership expert James MacGregor Burns, and then expanded upon

in

1998 by author Bernard Bass (as cited in Eagly, Johannsen-Schmidt

in

1985 and again

& Engen, 2003, p. 570)

This leadership style involves presenting oneself as a role model, thus gaining the trust and
confidence of their followers
Hartog, Van Muijen and Koopman (1997) describe transformational leadership as

"inspiring the follower to do more than originally expected" (p. 20). Transformational leadership
is all about the relationship between the leader and the follower. Followers of this leadership
style

will have an emotional reaction to the leader, sharing in the sirme vision for the future

and

identify strongly with the leader. Transformational leaders motivate followers to go beyond their
own self-interests and work toward the overall good of the company
Bass (1999) describes transformational leadership as inspirational and as uplifting to the

morale and motivation of the followers. He writes, "Tran$formational leadership refers to the
leader moving the follower beyond immediate self-interests through idealized influence
(charisma), inspiration, intellectual stimulation, or individualized consideration"

(p I l). Leaders
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set high standards

for performance and clearly envision and articulate a desirable future that

followers want to be a part of. Bass notes that a large component of the transformational
leadership style is that leaders are aware ofthe developmental needs of theirfollowers and then
support and coach these developments.

Eagly et al. (2003) describe transformational leaders as innovators, people who are
skeptical of the status quo. "By mentoring and empowering their followers, transformational
leaders encourage them to develop their full potential and thereby to contribute more capably to

their organization" (p. 571). Transformational leaders will influence their followers by

demonsfating qualities that invoke motivation and respect,

as

well

as communicating the

importance of the company's goals and mission. These leaders will also motivate and stimulate
their followers by expressing optimism and excitement about goals. When problems present
themselves, leaders

will challenge their followers to solve these problems

and complete tasks.

The researchers also performed an analysis of 39 studies involving transformation leadership,
and found a positive correlation between leaders who were perceived as effective and the traits

of

a transformational leader.

Transformational leaders are more adaptive, which allows them to work more effectively

in environments that are rapidly changing. These leaders work with their followers to come up
with creative solutions to complex and dynamic problems (Bass, Avolio, Jung & Berson,2003,
p. 217). Transformational leaders build personal and social identification among followers within
the qompany's mission and goals. The followers therefore have a greater feeling of involvement
and commifinent. When presented with diffrcult challenges, these followers have the confidence
and support to take on the challenges and be successful.

33

Utilizing

a transformational leadership style would be the obvious choice when

trying to

increase employee engagement using the methods listed above. Transformational leaders are

generally perceived as effective managers, and naturally work to develop their employees,'
whether formal programs exist or not. Leaders practicing transformational leadership are more
adaptive to change, and may be more comfortable instituting and working with the work/life
balance needs of their employees. Often described as optimistic and energetic, ffansformational
leaders may naturally gravitate to using recognition and rewards programs. Finally, by using

methods that motivate and inspire their employees, a culture of feedback may organically arise in
the workplace.
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Recommendations: Creating an Engaged Workforce
Although studies have shown that employee engagement can be increased through the
use of social media; training and development programs; creating a culture of feedback;

emphasizing workflife balance; and implementing recognition and awards systems. However,
some of these interventions may not be right for every organization.

Before implementing any employee engagement initiative, a company should assess its
organizational readiness. This is a concept leaders must be familiar with before implementing
any change. Weiner (2009) suggests that nearly one-half of all unsuccessful large organizational
changes are due to the organization not having sufficient readiness for change. Readiness at the

organizational level is usually described in two related concepts, motivation and capability.

Motivation is "the collective willingness and commitment of organizational members to
implementthe designed organizational change" (Wise, Alexander, Green, Cohen & Kosteq 2011,
p. 401). Capability is the extent to which employees feel they are ableto implementthe desired
change.

When implementing change, it is important for leaders to be aware of the company's
culture. This will help the leader in assessing how to best implement the designated intervention.
A widely accepted and used tool to determine this is the Organizational Culture Assessment
Instrument developed by Cameron and Quinn (1999). This tool was based on the competing
values framework, which determines whether the organization has an internal or external focus,
and whether

it

seeks

flexibility or stability. This

assessment involves splitting 100 points over

four descriptions which match four culture types, assessing how the culture is at the present
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moment. This method shows the blend of the dominant culture types which are broken down as

follows:

. Clan: Leaders are seen as mentor and coaches. A clan culture emphasizes

a

family-type

environment which is held together by loyalty, tradition and collaboration.

.

Adhocracy: Effective leaders are visionary entrepreneurial and creative. Employees are
encouraged to take risks and be innovative. There is a emphasis placed on being on the

cutting edge and producing new and unique goods and/or services.

. Market: A market culture places strong emphasis on results. Leaders are competitive, and
they value winning and increasing market share or penetration.

. Hierarchy:

Leaders are coordinators and organizers, as a hierarchical culfure values

structure and stability. There would be an emphasis on following rules and established best

practices. (Cameron & Quinn, 1999)
Once a leader has determined the culture of the organization, they will need to assess

whether changes in this culture are needed to implement the desired initiative. Howeveq
changing the culture of an organization is often dif;Ecult. "The problem with trying the change

culture is that it is such an amorphous and vague characteristic of organizations, it is hard to
know what to target and where to begin" (Cameron, 2008, p. a3a). Additionally, most
organizations do not have one culture, but are made up of many subcultures. Thus, the leader will
have to target efforts on the subculture, while focusing on the organizational culture as a whole.

The leader

will also have to assess the strateglc initiatives of the company to provide direction to

the culture shift.
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Implementing change, such as engagement initiatives or culture changes, can often be

difficult for leaders to do effectively. Often, these changes involve dynamic and complex
systems, where one change may affect a different initiative. However, there are many change

models a leader can rely on to assist with change interventions. Leaders may want to rely on a

model of change as a guide. One that can be used is Kotter's 8 Step Change Model.
This was developed by Harvard Business school professor John Kotter in 1995. His first
step is to create a sense of urgency which involves showing employees that change is critical to

the success of the business, and a lack of change would lead to failure. The second step is to
create a powerful coalition. This team should be comprised of people in position of power as

well

as those

who have the necessary expertise, credibility and leadership to promote change.

Constructing the risht team and then combining a level of trust with a shared goal in
which the team believes can result in a guiding coalition that has the capacity to make
needed change happen despite all of the forces of inertia.

(Kotter,20l1)

The next step in this change model is to develop a clear change vision. The purpose of

this vision is to communicate the goals to the team, motivate employees, as well as coordinate
the actions of the team as this vision can be used to guide the group.
The fourth step is to communicate the vision for buy-in. Simply put, the leader must
create excitement around tasks that may otherwise be mundane. The leader must engage and

inspire the followers to action. Empowering people and removing barriers is the fifth step in the
model. Removing as many barriers as possible will allow employees to do their best work.
Another important step, often missed, is to create short term wins. "Such wins provide evidence
that the sacrifices that people are making are paying

off. This increases

the sense of urgency and
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the optimism of those who are making the effortto change" (Kotter,20l1). The seventh step is to
not let up when resistance occurs as If a leader lets up before the job is done, momentum may be
lost and regression could follow. This leads into step eight, which is make it stick. While it may
be easier to regress to how things were, it is critical leaders anchor these changes into the
company culture.

A company also needs to measure employee engagement before and after an intervention
to determine whether the initiative was a success or not. A factor that each study discussed in this
paper had in common was a reliable way to measure employee engagement. Evaluation is often a
step that is missed by many companies. This can be for many reasons, such as time, cost, or the

leader being confident they can recognize the outcomes. While there is no single best approach

to evaluation, the easiest and most cost-effective method is often through the use of surveys. A

widely accepted and used employee engagement survey is Gallup's Q12 survey which is quite
short, only being 12 questions long (Harter, Schmidt; Killham, & Agrawal,2009, pp. 8-9). The
questions are as follows:
1.

Do I know what is expected of me at work?

2. Do I have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right?
3. At work, do

I have the opportunity to do what I do best every

day?

4. In the last seven days, have I received recognition or praise for doing good work?
5. Does

my supervisor, or someone at work, seem to care about rne as a person?

6. Is there someone at work who encourages my development?
7.

At worlq do my opinions seem to count?

8. Does the mission/purpose of my company make me feel my job is important?
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9 Are my co-workers committed to doing quality work?
10. Do
I

I have a best friend at work?

I. In the last six months,

has someone at work talked to me about my progress?

12. This last year, have I had opportunities at work to learn and grow? (Ha..te., Schmidt;

Killham, & Agrawal, 2009, pp. 8-9)
Each of these questions falls into one of four categories: basic needs, management
support, teamwork and growth. However, there are many other surveys and ways to measure
employee engagement. Leaders should look for the one that best fits the goal they are trying to

accomplish and the information they hope to gain.
Next, to create an engaged workforce, the company must be willing to invest in the

initiative. Implementing a strategy to increase employee engagement may be costly, both in time
and money. Outside consultants may need to be brought in to glve an outside perspective and to

develop the employee engagement strategy. However, implementing a successful employee
engagement initiative has been shown to be worth the effort as it can increase customer
satisfaction or the company's stock price value.
Once the initiative has been implemented, the company must continuously measure
employee engagement and reevaluate as needed. Although a change may have been successfully

implemented, it cannot be assumed that it will stay in place exactly as it was first adopted, nor
that the change adopted

will remain the best

process for the organization.

If sufficient ongoing attention is not paid to the change the ensure that it remains in place
until it becomes ernbedded in the organization, the organization, and those in leadership
roles within the organization may revert to the way things were. (Maclean, 2006, p. 325)
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Even though a leader may feel they are ready to implement change initiatives to increase
employee engagemenf there are many factors to consider. The leader must first asses their
team's or department's readiness to change. This includes assessing the current culture of the
team. Second, the leader must be sure of how they

will implement the change. There also must

be some measure in place to determine the effectiveness of the intervention. It is also crucial that
the leader and the company are willing to invest in the initiative, both with time and money

Finally, the leader must continue to reevaluate the change, so as to determine whether the change
is in effect in the long term, as well as to determine if the change is still .ight for the compaxy
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Conclusions
Employee engagement remains an important consideration for today's leaders. Engaged
employee$ are emotionally connected to the work they do, they work harder, and they work more

efficiently. Engaged employees are also less likely to quit, and are more creative and innovative
at work. On the other hand, Disengaged employees generally work against the interests of the

organization, doing the bare minimum worh and are usually a disruption to company morale.
Disengaged workers usually have an emotional disconnect from the work they do.
There are many ways a leader can increase employee engagement. The first is to foster

two-way communication and connection with an internal social media platform. Another way to
cultivate engagement is to provide employees with training and development opportunities. By
creating a culture of feedback, leaders are more likely to have engaged employees. Emphasizing
a

work/life balance, along with recognition and awards programs, also help employees become

more engaged at work. Finally, managers themselves can be a tool to engage followers.

An effective leadership style to utilize when implementing methods to increase employee
engagement is a transformational style of leadership. Transformational leaders present
themselves as role models, which in turn helps them gain the trust and confidence of their

followers. Transformational leaders envision and clearly convey the company's mission and
goals to their followers, as well as the followers'roles in achieving those goals. A

transformational leader recognizes the developmental needs of their followers and coaches their
employees through these developments. Rather than ordering or instructing the follower to
complete a task, the transformational leader inspires followers to action.
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Although

a leader

may feel ready to implement initiatives to increase employee

engagement, he or she must also determine if the arganization is also ready to make these
changes. Leaders must determine how they are going to measure employee engagement, both

before the initiative and after Leaders must also be willing and ready to invest time and money

into the engagement intervention. Finally, constant reevaluation and a willingness to change the

initiative based on findings is crucial
Employee engagement remains a very complex topic. There is no cookie-cutter, easy way
to increase it. What may work for one company may not work for another. However; with

creativity and hard work, leaders can increase employee engagement and reap the benefits this

will ultimately

produce.
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